THE INCOMPARABLE SIDDONS

by, audiences as part of the enjoyment, form an extraordinary
phenomenon in the history of theatres.    Regarding the reality
of these violent responses  of the  nervous  system  to violent
stimulus, there can, in many instances, be no question, and it
was not only in the case of innocent members of the public,
Gautier's 'public essentiellement sh'i&ux qui croit a ce qu'il voitj
that they were made, as witness the anecdote of Holman and
Macready's father, both hardened actors, sitting in the Drury
Lane pit while Mrs. Siddons played in The Grecian Daughter.
Any one who reads The Grecian Daughter to-day will scarce
forbear to yawn, yet, after the death-scene, Holman turned to
his companion, and said, " Macready, do I look as pale as you ? "
Hazlitt,   when   summarising   Mrs.   Siddons's   artistic   career,
recorded, " We have, many years ago, wept outright during the
whole time of her playing  Isabella."    Crabb  Robinson was
another cool enough hand who yet became so hysterical when,
in  1797, Mrs. Siddons was playing Agnes, in  Lillo's Fatal
Curiosity, that, he tells us, he was all but turned out, in the idea
that he was laughing by intention.

To be so excited, playgoers must be anything but ' barren
spectators,' and there can be little doubt that the audiences
of those days were keener than modern audiences. They
produced better critics of acting, for Hazlitt, Lamb, and Leigh
Hunt left no successors equally acute and analytic concerning
the acting, in contradistinction to the play.1 The whole house
was interested in ' readings' and ' business.' Thanks to short
runs, and to the consequent frequent repetition of Shakespearean
and other masterpieces, every head in the auditorium could well
be, in Mr. Max Beerbohm's phrase, a heavy casket of
reminiscence.

As regarded the adequacy of the voice, found wanting by
Mrs. Siddons's critics of 1775-76, she and her friends had, before
the crucial October loth, many qualms, and, indeed, during her
first brilliant winter, though none could censure her articulation,
for she took care of every consonant, as her mother had taught
her, a few adverse opinions lingered, In all probability, before
she found the pitch of the house, sheer anxiety made her strain

1 Per contra, it must be remembered that Leigh Hunt's and Hazlitt's 'Theatrical
Examiners' had not to go to press two hours after the fall of the curtain,uced in, and willingly accepted
